Excerpt from Betty Friedan, “The Problem That Has No Name,” chapter one
in The Feminine Mystique (New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company, 1963).

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women.
It was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suffered in
the middle of the twentieth century in the United States. Each suburban wife
struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched
slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub
Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night—she was afraid to ask even of
herself the silent question—*“Is this all?”

For over fifteen years there was no word of this yearning in the millions of words
written about women, for women, in all the columns, books and articles by experts
telling women their role was to seek fulfillment as wives and mothers. Over and over
women heard in voices of tradition and of Freudian sophistication that they could
desire no greater destiny than to glory in their own femininity. Experts told them how
to catch a man and keep him, how to breastfeed children and handle their toilet
training, how to cope with sibling rivalry and adolescent rebellion; how to buy a
dishwasher, bake bread, cook gourmet snails, and build a swimming pool with their
own hands; how to dress, look, and act more feminine and make marriage more
exciting; how to keep their husbands from dying young and their sons from growing
into delinquents. They were taught to pity the neurotic, unfeminine, unhappy women
who wanted to be poets or physicists or presidents. They learned that truly feminine
women do not want careers, higher education, political rights—the independence and
the opportunities that the old-fashioned feminists fought for. Some women, in their
forties and fifties, still remembered painfully giving up those dreams, but most of the
younger women no longer even thought about them. A thousand expert voices
applauded their femininity, their adjustment, their new maturity. All they had to do
was devote their lives from eatliest girlhood to finding a husband and bearing

children.

By the end of the nineteen-fifties, the average marriage age of women in America
dropped to 20, and was still dropping, into the teens. Fourteen million girls were
engaged by 17. The proportion of women attending college in comparison with men
dropped from 47% in 1920 to 35% in 1958. A century earlier, women had fought for
higher education; now girls went to college to get a husband. By the midfifties, 60%
dropped out of college to marry, or because they were afraid too much education
would be a marriage bar. Colleges built dormitories for “married students,” but the
students were almost always the husbands....



... In the late fifties, a sociological phenomenon was suddenly remarked: a third of
American women now worked, but most were no longer young and very few were
pursuing careers. They were married women who held part-time jobs, selling or
secretarial, to put their husbands through school, their sons through college, or to
help pay the mortgage. Or they were widows supporting families. Fewer and fewer
women were entering professional work. The shortages in nursing, social work, and
teaching professions caused crises in almost every American city. Concerned over the
Soviet Union's lead in the space race, scientists noted that America's greatest source of
unused brainpower was women. But gitls would not study physics: it was
“unfeminine.” A girl refused a science fellowship at Johns Hopkins University to take
a job in a real-estate office. All she wanted, she said, was what every other American
girl wanted—to get married, have 4 children and live in a nice house in a nice suburb.

The suburban housewife—she was the dream image of the young American women
and the envy, it was said, of women all over the world. The American housewife—
treed by science and labor-saving devices from the drudgery, the dangers of childbirth
and the illnesses of her grandmother. She was healthy, beautiful, educated, concerned
only about her husband, her children, her home. She had found true feminine
tulfillment. As a housewife and mother, she was respected as a full and equal partner
to man in his world. She was free to choose automobiles, clothes, appliances,
supermarkets; she had everything that women ever dreamed of.

In the fifteen years after World War II, this mystique of feminine fulfillment became
the cherished and self-perpetuating core of contemporary American culture. Millions
of women lived their lives in the image of those pretty pictures of the American
suburban housewife, kissing their husbands goodbye in front of the picture window,
depositing their station wagons full of children at school, and smiling as they ran the
new electric waxer over the spotless kitchen floor. They baked their own bread, sewed
their own and their children's clothes, kept their new washing machines and dryers
washing all day. They changed the sheets on the beds twice a week instead of once,
took the rug-hooking class in adult education, and pitied their poor frustrated
mothers, who had dreamed of having a career. Their only dream was to be perfect
wives and mothers; their highest ambition to have 5 children and a beautiful house,
their only fight to get and keep their husbands. They had no thought for the
unfeminine problems of the world outside the home; they wanted the men to make
the major decisions. They gloried in their role as women, and wrote proudly on the
census blank: “Occupation: housewife.”

If a woman had a problem in the 1950s and 1960s, she knew that something must be
wrong with her marriage, or with herself. Other women were satisfied with their lives,



she thought. What kind of woman was she if she did not feel this mysterious
tulfillment waxing the kitchen floor? She was so ashamed to admit her dissatisfaction
that she never knew how many other women shared it. If she tried to tell her
husband, he didn't understand what she was talking about. She did not really
understand it herself. For over fifteen years women in America found it harder to talk
about this problem than sex. Even the psychoanalysts had no name for it. When a
women went to a psychiatrist for help, as many women did, she would say, “I'm so
ashamed,” or “I must be hopelessly neurotic.” “I don't know what's wrong with
women today,” a suburban psychiatrist said uneasily. “I only know something is
wrong because most of my patients happen to be women. And their problem isn't
sexual.” Most women with this problem did not go to see a psychoanalyst, however.
“There's nothing wrong really,” they kept telling themselves. “There isn't any
problem.”

... I found many clues by talking to suburban doctors, gynecologists, obstetricians,
child-guidance clinicians, pediatricians, high-school guidance counselors, college
professors, marriage counselors, psychiatrists and ministers—questioning them not on
their theories, but on their actual experience in treating American women. I became
aware of a growing body of evidence, much of which has not been reported publicly
because it does not fit into current modes of thought about women—evidence which
throws into question the standards of feminine normality, feminine adjustment,
feminine fulfillment, and feminine maturity by which most women are still trying to
live.

I began to see in a strange new light the American return to early marriage and the
large families that are causing the population explosion; the recent movement to
natural childbirth and breastfeeding; suburban conformity, and the new neuroses,
character pathologies and sexual problems being reported by the doctors. I began to
see new dimensions to old problems that have long been taken for granted among
women: menstrual difficulties, sexual frigidity, promiscuity, pregnancy fears, childbirth
depression, the high incidence of emotional breakdown and suicide among women in
their twenties and thirties, the menopause crisis, the so-called passivity and immaturity
of American men, the discrepancy between women's tested intellectual abilities in
childhood and their adult achievement, the changing incidence of adult sexual orgasm
in American women, and persistent problems in psychotherapy and in women's
education.

If I am right, the problem that has no name stirring in the minds of so many
American women today is not a matter of loss of femininity or too much education,
or the demands of domesticity. It is far more important than anyone recognizes. It is



the key to these other new and old problems which have been torturing women and
their husbands and children, and puzzling their doctors and educators for years. It
may well be the key to our future as a nation and a culture. We can no longer ignore
that voice within women that says: “I want something more than my husband and my
children and my home.”



